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602 Goebel 



NOTES ON THE HISTORY AND PRINCIPLES OF 

HERMENEUTICS 

Introductory 

One of the essential functions of the philologian and the teacher 
of hterature consists in the proper understanding or appreciation 
of literary productions and of conveying to others the insight thus 
gained. Yet little or nothing is being done at present for a sys- 
tematic training in the exercise of this important function. At best 
the future interpreters of literature, whether teachers or commen- 
tators, will follow for better or for worse the example of their 
teachers who, in all probability themselves had reflected Httle, 
if at all, on the fundamental principles of their hermeneutic 
methods, but had followed certain trends of the times and thus 
developed a more or less successful dilettantism which could easily 
be imitated. As a consequence we may observe, for instance, that 
during the period of the predominance of abstract metaphysics 
the 'philosophical method' of interpretation came into vogue, while 
later, with the ascendency of the natural sciences, the 'scientific 
method' was heralded as the only procedure deserving scholastic 
recognition. 

Soon it was discovered, however, that the application of this 
method to the problems of language and Hterature was far from 
satisfactory, especially as far as the deeper understanding of litera- 
ture was concerned, and that it resulted in a distinct failure, even 
in linguistics, if not restricted to mere physiological functions such 
as those of human speech. The chief reason for this failure must 
be found in the fact that the final test of the scientific method, the 
test of the experiment, cannot be applied by the philologian and the 
historian. Among thoughtful representatives of the mental and 
historical sciences the conviction has, therefore, been growing for a 
long time that their methods h^d followed the lead of the natural 
sciences altogether too slavishly and needed revision. It became 
evident not only that the phenomena studied in the two great 
groups of knowledge differed essentially, but also that the intel- 
lectual processes involved in both branches of scientific research 
were divers in their character. 

The mental process by which we obtain knowledge in the mental 
and historical sciences is commonly called understanding. Applied 
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to nature the term understanding — interpretatio naturae — can evi- 
dently be used only in a metaphorical sense. In its exact meaning 
it describes the process of recognizing by means of given outward 
signs a psychic factor. The fundamental importance of this pro- 
cess in our daily intercourse with other individuals will easily be 
seen. We are aware of their existence through sense impressions 
such as sounds, gestures and actions, but it is by an act of recon- 
structing these outward signs and of supplementing them with ele- 
ments from our own inner life that we come to understand other 
persons. 

It is in the same way that we arrive at the understanding of the 
manifestations of human life in the past. Upon the comprehension 
of the relics of these manifestations depend not only our historical 
consciousness and our insight into the meaning of life as such, but 
also the progress of our higher civilization. We are thus enabled 
to resurrect from seeming death and destruction the manifestations 
of human life in bygone periods, to share this Hfe once more as if 
it were present and to establish, at least within ourselves, the feeHng 
of its continuity and permanence. 

To the paramount significance of the mental process called 
understanding are due the many attempts to guide and to regulate 
it by strict rules and thus to secure for its results the force of general 
validity — attempts which extend from the time of Aristotle to the 
present and are known by the name of hermeneutics or the art of 
interpretation. We may therefore define interpretation as the 
art of understanding and explaining according to rules all mani- 
festations of human life permanently fixed in marble or stone, in 
colors, in musical tones and in script. If hermeneutics is applied 
chiefly to the art of interpreting works of literature it is justified 
by the fact that the human mind has nowhere found an expression 
as perfect, as exhaustive and as capable of understanding as in 
literary documents. 

At this point, however, the question may suggest itself whether 
it is possible to obtain exactness of knowledge, such as is claimed 
by the natural sciences, through a mental process so eminently sub- 
jective as that involved in the art of interpretation. Is it not, after 
all, the interpreter's own spirit in which, according to Goethe's 
skeptical assertion, bygone periods are reflected, while the real spirit 
of past times remains unattainable? 

There are essentially two ways which have been pursued to 
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arrive at a full and adequate understanding of the manifestations 
of human life in literature: interpretation proceeding from with- 
out inward and interpretation which takes the opposite course. 
A brief survey of the history of hermeneutics will disclose the fact 
that up to the time of Herder this opposite method has been the 
prevaihng one. It will show, moreover, that all the efforts which 
have been made in the course of time to put interpretation on a 
scientific basis have had as their ultimate aim the establishment 
of general validity for the hermeneutic operation. 

Historical Sketch^ 

The art of hermeneutics which in the mental and historical 
sciences occupies the same position as is held in the natural sciences 
by the experiment developed, like the latter, slowly and gradually. 
It originated, as is generally known, from the needs of school 
instruction among the Greeks. . The Sophists and Rhetoricians 
were the first to give it a more soHd basis for the purposes of 
Rhetoric. Thus we can easily see why Aristotle, the great classi- 
fier and analyser of organic nature, of political bodies and of poetic 
productions, taught in his Rhetoric how to analyse the whole of a 
work of literature into its constituent parts, how to distinguish the 
various forms of style and how to discern the effects of rhythm, of 
the metaphor and similar literary devices. And in his famous 
book on poetics he makes it his explicit aim to deduct from the 
definition of the nature and the aim of poetry its inner and exterior 
form. 

An important further step in the development of the art of 
interpretation was taken by the philologians of the Alexandrian 
School who gathered, catalogued and revised critically the literary 
legacy left us by Greece. 

' Owing to the vital importance of hermeneutics for Biblical criticism and 
exegesis, the principles of interpretation and their history have been exten- 
sively discussed by theologians with the result that most handbooks of Biblical 
hermeneutics contain a chapter on its history. BibUographies of the principal 
works on this subject are given in the valuable articles on Hermeneutics by 
T. A. F. Salmond in the ninth edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica, and by 
G. Henrici in Hauck-Herzog's Realencydopaedie fiir frotestantische Theologie 
und Kirche, Vol. 7. See also W. Dilthey, Die Entstehung der Hermeneutik 
(1500); A. C. Zenos, The Elements of Higher Criticism, New York. 1895, and 
Theodor Birt, Kritik und Hermeneutik Muenchen 1913. 
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It may be called one of the last and most characteristic 
creations of the Greek mind: the creation of philology as the art 
of text revision, of higher criticism and of interpretation. It seems 
evident that the great representatives of Alexandrian philology, 
Aristarchus and Hipparchus, begin to become aware of the rules 
and principles which are at the bottom of their critical operations. 
Thus Aristarchus in estabUshing and interpretating the text of 
Homer's epics consciously follows the principle of basing his work 
upon a careful study of the Homeric diction. Hipparchus, on 
the other hand, quite as consciously introduces the literary method 
by interpreting the "Phainomena" of Aratos from the sources 
which this poet had used. 

This consciousness with regard to the proper method of 
interpretation which we observe among the Alexandrians was 
probably increased by their opposition to the grammatical school 
of Pergamum, the representative of the so-called allegoric method 
of interpretation. This method had been introduced at Pergamum 
by Krates of Mallos who, in turn, had learned it from the Stoics. 
The reason for the popularity and lasting influence of this method 
of interpretation is to be found in the fact that it attempts to do 
away with or to adjust the contradictions between the religious 
documents of former periods and the more enlightened views of 
later times. While absolutely worthless as such, it has, never- 
theless, for obvious reasons, often been a last resort of the in- 
terpreters of the Vedas and of Homer as well as to those of the Bible 
and of the Koran. 

The opposition between grammatic and allegoric interpretation 
seems to have been continued during the early Christian era by the 
Theological Schools of Alexandria and Antioch. Both schools 
have their common aim in the demonstration of the existence of 
an inner connection between the Old Testament prophecies and 
their fulfillment in the New Testament. While the allegoric 
method of interpretation was needed as a weapon against the 
Jewish opponents of the Church, it had to be restricted so far as 
the Gnostics were concerned because they were carrying it too 
far. Thus Justin and Irenaus and afterwards TertuUian attempted 
to fix certain rules for the limited use of the allegoric interpretation. 
The school of Antioch, on the other hand, interpreted the Bible 
only according to grammatical and historical principles. Thus 
Theodorus of Antioch saw in the Song of Songs nothing but a 
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collection of epithalamia or love poems, and in the book of 
Job he found the poetical version of certain histroical traditions. 
Quite contrary to him Clement of Alexandria and Origen dis- 
tinguished between the real and the spiritual meaning of the 
Scriptures. The result of these various discussions concerning 
the method of interpretation finally was the establishment of 
certain rules of hermeneutics by Origen in the fourth book of his 
iripl apxSiv and by Augustine in the third book of his "Doctrina 
Christiana. " 

A great stride in the development of hermeneutics was taken 
during the time of the Renaissance and the Reformation. More 
than ever before did interpretation now mean the understanding 
by grammatical and historical studies of classical and christian 
antiquity from which the student of the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries found himself widely separated by his own language, life 
and nationality. In many cases interpretation had to deal with 
literary fragments only, which had the effect of making it creative 
and constructive in its character. An extensive mass of hermeneutic 
literature was produced in the four centuries following the Ren- 
aissance, among which we may distinguish two great branches 
of hermeneutics: the classical and the Biblical. Classical inter- 
pretation which is treated in numerous essays and prefaces is 
called "Ars Critica". 

It is, however, to Bibhcal interpretation that we owe the 
discovery of the true method of hermeneutics which finds its 
first expression in the famous "Clavis Scripturae sacrae" of 
M. Flacius, pubhshed in 1567. In this book the rules of inter- 
pretation thus far established were arranged into a regular system, 
the author taking it for granted that by the artistic application 
of these rules an understanding of the scriptures carrying with it 
general validity could be obtained. An exegesis of all convincing 
power seemed necessary to Flacius in the religious controversies 
of his time; it was to furnish him with a weapon to combat 
the subjectivism of the Anabaptistic claim of the inner light, as 
well as the Catholic doctrine that the interpretation of the 
Bible was to be determined by tradition. In his efforts to find 
an hermeneutic principle of general validity Flacius for the 
first time introduced the psychological factor into the art of 
interpretation, claiming that in the exposition of textual diffi- 
culties the interpreter, while using all the means of grammatical 
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explanation at his disposal, must consult above all his own 
rehgious experience, in which he has the key to the understanding 
of the hidden connections of scriptural truth revealed by the Holy 
Spirit. Discussing this essential element in the hermeneutic 
operation Flacius says (Clavis, p. 668): "Spiritus Domini est qui 
primum nos vere cupidos facit veritatis, et hostes errorom, omnisque 
sophistices, praesertim autem in sacris Liberis ac rebus divinis. 

"Accendit fulgentius quoddam lumen in cordibus nostris, 
ut verum cernere, ac a falso distinguere possimus. Suggerit 
etiam ac illustrat nobis dicta utilia et cujusque loci aut dubii 
explicationem atque ita nos inducit in omnem veritatem. 

"Perpetuis spiritualibusque exercitiis illas antea in nobis ex- 
citatis et accensas, aut verbo Dei commonstratas notitias, quae antea 
tantum theoreticae erant, nuncprorsus practicas insitas ac vivas, 
vigentesque tanquam igniculos quosdam ar denies in corde reddit. " 

The work of Flacius was continued and supplemented during 
the eighteenth century by scholars such as Baumgarten, Semler 
and Michaehs, who gradually freed the art of Biblical hermeneutics 
from the influence of dogmatics and became the founders of the 
grammatico-historical school of interpretation. The principles of 
this school found their classical expression in the " Institutio inter- 
pretis " of Ernesti, a book which sums up and brings to a close the 
efforts at establishing a scientific system of hermeneutics beginning 
with the Renaissance. 

It is a remarkable coincidence that the rise of poetic productiv- 
ity during the eighteenth century was accompanied by careful 
inquiries into the nature and the functions of the creative faculty 
of man. English, French and German critics, philosophers and 
poets, successively, participated in these inquiries with the result 
that the Aristotehan doctrine of the imitative origin and character 
of poetry which, in the last analysis, had hitherto governed all 
aesthetic theorizing as well as all interpretation, no longer was 
considered tenable and that a new explanation of the aesthetic 
process was dicovered in the creative ability of the genius. 
The effect of this new conception of the origin and the nature of 
poetry upon the art of interpretation seems evident; it is especially 
noticeable in the work of one of the greatest critics and interpreters 
of this period and, in fact, of all times: Herder. Endowed with 
an extraordinary sensibility and irreconcilably opposed to mere 
abstract reasoning and philosophic "systems", he was one of 
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the first to recognize the fundamental function of the feeling in the 
creative act of the imagination as well as in the activity of the 
critic and the interpreter which he first conceived as an act of 
re-creating. He was thus enabled to perceive with the most 
sympathetic ear the original note in the popular poetry of all nations 
and, with the aid of previous observations of Blackwell, and 
Hamann to make the far-reaching discovery that the genius of 
the language of a people is also the genius of its literature. No 
critic, moreover, had before Herder's time recognized, as clearly 
as he did, what afterwards came to be called the milieu in literature. 

Stimulating and productive in their effect upon the art of 
interpretation as were the ideas which Herder with an abundant 
hand had scattered throughout his critical and historical essays, 
he neither had the patience nor the interest to comprehend them 
in a system of hermeneutics. This was accomplished by Friedrich 
Schleiermacher whose many-sided activity may be said to have 
been in more than one way the culmination of the critical and 
philosophical movements of his time. 

As an interpreter Schleiermacher had felt the influence of 
Winckehnann and especially of Herder,^ as also that of Heyne 
and Friedrich August Wolf, the great philologians, who in their 
special field had already applied successfully the new aesthetic 
and hermeneutic principles established by the former critics. With 
this philological and literary training Schleiermacher, as a devoted 
student of Kant and Schiller, combined the keen method of 
philosophical thinking which had led him to assmne in the activity 
of the poet a creative faculty, independent of his consciousness. 

At best, hermeneutics had, up to Schleiermacher 's time, been 
a system of rules the parts of which, i.e. the single rules, had been 
held together by the aim of giving an interpretation of general 
vahdity. The various functions of the interpreter, all of which had 
this same general aim in view, had been divided into grammatical, 
historical, logical and aesthetic interpretation. Schleiermacher 
went back of these rules to the analysis of the process of under- 
standing, deducing from the results gained thereby the possibihty 

' A comprehensive study of Scheiermscher's obvious indebtedness to Her- 
der has, strange to say, not yet been written. For a brief discussion of some 
of the essential points of contact between the two masterminds see the excellent 
treatise Herder und SMeiermachers Reden iiber die Religion, by L. Goebel, 
Gotha 1904. 
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of an interpretation of general validity, of its means, its rules and 
its limits. 

Understanding is essentially a process of reconstructing and 
re-creating, closely related to the creative act in the poet. In 
the true comprehension and vivid conception of the creative act 
by which a great work of literature is produced, Schleiermacher 
sees the condition for the comprehension of the second act, i.e. 
the process of understanding from scriptural signs the whole 
of a literary product and from this whole the intention and character 
of its author. 

This new conception of hermeneutics is, of course, due to new 
psychological and historical views. The old conception of the 
poetic process which had governed interpreters since the time 
of the Greek rhetoricians and which is still held by many at the 
present time, is, in the last analysis, to be considered a mechanical 
one. According to this conception the creative process is mainly 
a logical procedure, the product of which shows logical connection 
and logical order. This logical skeleton is afterwards dressed up 
by the poet, like the dummy in the show window, with the figures 
of speech and other traditional embellishments of style. 

How essentially different from this traditional view is the 
conception of the creative process discovered by the critics and poets 
of the eighteenth century and now adopted by Schleiermacher! 
It is the conception of a creative faculty which is unconscious of 
its activity. In it the act of conceiving a work of literature 
is inseparable from the act of putting it into literary shape. Hence 
the individuality of the author will disclose itself in every word, 
and it will find its most perfect expression in the inner as well as 
in the exterior form of his work. 

Although we have Schleiermacher 's hermeneutics only in the 
incomplete form of notes which he prepared for his lectures and 
which were afterwards published with the notes taken by his stud- 
ents little has since been written which can compare with this work.' 

' Hermeneutik and Kritik von Friedrich Schleiermacher, aus Schleiermachers 
handschriftlichem Nachlass und nachgeschriebenen Vorlesungen herausgegeben 
von Dr. Friedrich Liicke, Berlin 1838. There seems to be no question that tlie 
foremost English critic and interpreter of literature of the 19th century, 
Thomas Carlysle, was deeply influenced by the principles of hermeneutics 
introduced by Herder and Schleiermacher. Unfortunately this influence is not 
sufficiently recognized in F. W. Roe's otherwise meritorious monograph, Car- 
lysle as a Critic of Lileraiure, New York 1910. 
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Even the famous chapter on hermeneutics in Boeckh's Encyclo- 
paedie und Methodologie der klassischen Wissenschaften is, on the 
whole, a repetition of Schleiermacher's ideas, not to mention the 
various books on theological hermeneutics, both in EngHsh and 
German, which have drawn upon the same ideas. Nor is there 
any doubt in my mind that the exhaustive psychological analysis 
of the poetic process, contained in W. Dilthey's famous treatise 
Die Einbildungskraft des Dichters, Bausteine fur eine Poetik (1886) 
is based upon the foundations laid by Schleiermacher. 

In the following pages I shall attempt to give a short summary 
of the principles of hermeneutics, supplementing Schleiermacher's 
sketch by suggestions of my own. 

The Principles of Hermeneutics 

The interpretation of literary works is the artistic development 
of the process of understanding which takes place in the compre- 
hension of all spoken or written words. The process of under- 
standing consists of two elements: the understanding of speech 
as a part of language and as a product of thought*. Both factors 
of understanding, which may be called the grammatical and the 
psychological, do not take place separately but are in reality 
a single function. The individual is dependent in his thinking 
on common language, he can think such thoughts only as already 
have found their signification in his language. Our thinking is 
an inner or silent speaking. On the other hand we can under- 
stand a work of literature only as a product of the entire life of 
the writer, which again must be explained by the knowledge of 
the entirety of the surroundings in which the speaker lives, his 
nationality and his time.'' 

The art of understanding and interpretation is called hermen- 
eutics. It is based upon the successful practice of the talent for 
language and upon the knowledge of human nature.^ The funda- 

* Schleiermacher, Hermeneiitik, p. 13: Eben so ist jede Rede immer nur 
zu verstehen aus dem ganzen Leben, dem sie angehort, d.h. da jede Rede nur 
als Lebensmoment des Redenden in der Bedingtheit aller seiner Lebensmomente 
erkennbar ist, und dies nur aus der Gesammtheit seiner Umgebungen, wodurch 
seine Entwicklung und sein Fortbestehen bestimmt werden, so ist jeder Redende 
nur verstehbar durch seine Nationalitat und sein Zeitalter. 

' Ihid., p. 17: Das Sprachtalent ist nun wieder ein zwiefaches. Der Ver- 
kehr der Menschen geht von der Muttersprache aus, kann sich aber auch auf 
eine andere erstrecken. Darin liegt die Duplicitat des Sprachtalents. Das 
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mental presupposition for the exercise of these talents is contained 
in the essential unity and community of human thinking and 
of human life.* It is from this fact that the possibihty of an 
interpretation of general vahdity can be deduced. According to 
the nature of understanding, the individuahties of the interpreter 
and of the author are not two incomparable quantities. Both 
have developed upon the common basis of human nature and 
the differences in individuals are differences not of quality but of 
degrees in the intellectual processes. Thus the interpreter by 
placing himself, for a test as it were, in certain historical conditions 
can accentuate and increase some of his intellectual processes while 
he lets others rest, and in this way he may bring about the re- 
construction of the life of other individuals. 

This reconstruction of a given discourse or literary work pre- 
supposes historical knowledge as well as the gift of divination. 
Historical knowledge because it is necessary to understand a work 
of literature as a part of the totality of the language of the author, 
divination because it is necessary to understand the work as a pro- 
duct of the inner life of the author. The latter can, however, not 
be done without an insight into the creative process by which a 
work of literature is produced. No one is quahfied to interpret 
literature who is lacking this insight into the psychology of the 
poet. 

Since the creative process is, so far as the poet or author is 
concerned, an unconscious process, it is the ultimate aim of inter- 
comparative Auffassen der Sprachen in ihren Differenzen, das extensive Sprach- 
talent, ist verschieden von dem Eindringen in das Innere der Sprache in Bezieh- 
ung auf das Denken, dem intensiven Sprachtalent. Dies ist das Talent des 
eigentlichen Sprachforschers. Beide sind notwendig, aber fast nie vercinigt 
in einem und demselben Subject, sie miissen sich also in verschiedenen gegen- 
seitig erganzen. Das Talent der Menschenkenntniss zerfallt auch in zwei. 
Viele Menschen konnen die Einzelheiten Anderer leicht comparativ in ihren 
Verschiedenheiten auffassen. Dies (extensive) Talent kann die Handlungs- 
weise Anderer leicht nach, ja auch vorkonstruiren. Aber ein anderes Talent 
ist das Verstehen der eigentumlichen Bedeutung eines Menschen und seiner 
Eigentumlichkeiten im Verhaltniss zum BegriS des Menschen. Dies (das in- 
tensive Talent) geht in die Tiefe. Beide sind notwendig, aber selten verbun- 
den, mflssen sich also gegenseitig erganzen. 

• Ibid., p. 25 : In dem Maasse in welchem das Denken eins ist gieb t as auch 
eine Identitat der Sprachen. . . . Ebenso auf der psychologischen Seite. 
In dem Maasse als das menschliche Leben ein und dasselbe ist unterliegt jede 
Rede als Lebensakt des Einzelnen den allgemeinen hermeneutischen Regeln. 
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pretation to understand the author better than he could possibly 
have understood himself.'' This, however, can only be accomplish- 
ed if we restore within ourselves the original relations be- 
tween the author aiid his hearers or readers. As soon as the 
knowledge of these relations, of the circle of life or the miheu in 
which the author lived and moved is wanting, the result will be 
inevitable misunderstanding. A discussion of the origin and 
nature of misunderstanding will aid us in the comprehension of true 
understanding. 

Misunderstanding is the result either of hastiness and super- 
ficiality or of prejudice and bias. While the former may be cor- 
rected the latter is a deeply rooted defect. Being the one-sided 
predeliction for the interpreter's own ideas, the latter will inter- 
pret into the author what is not contained in him. 

Misunderstanding is either qualitative or quantitative, a mis- 
apprehension either of contents or of emphasis and intention. 
The misunderstanding of the contents shows itself, for example, 
in the confounding of the meaning of a word or of is relations to 
other words. The misunderstanding of the tone and intention 
of the author, on the other hand, manifests itself, for example, 
in the misapprehension of the force and emphasis which the author 
gave to certain parts of speech. It is from the latter misunder- 
standing that the former, the misapprehension of the contents, 
usually arises. An example from Diintzer' well known Erlduter- 
ungen zu den deutschen Classikern, a collection of commentaries 
in which the editors of German texts not infrequently have sought 
refuge and comfort in their hermeneutic troubles, will illustrate 
what I have said about misunderstanding. I take, for the sake 
of brevity, Diintzer 's interpretation of one of the shorter poems of 
Goethe, the "Koniglich Gebet": 

Ha, ich bin der Herr der Welt! mich lieben 

Die Edlen, die mir dienen. 

Ha, ich bin der Herr der Welt! ich liebe 

Die Edlen, denen ich gebiete. 

O gieb mir, Gott im Himmel! dass ich mich 

Der Hoh und Liebe nicht uberhebe. 
' Ibid., p. 32: Die Aufgabe ist auch so auszudriicken, die Rede zuerst eben 
so gut und dann besser zu verstehen als ihr Urheber. Denn well wir keine un- 
mittelbare Kenntniss dessen haben, was in ihm ist, so miissen wir vieles zum 
Bewustsein su bringen suchen was ihm unbewusst bleiben kann, ausser sofern 
er selbst reflektirend sein eigner Leser wird. Auf der objectiven Seite hat er 
auch hier keine andern Data als wir. 
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The poem is a product of Goethe's storm and stress period, one of 
those short "morning prayers" of which he writes occasionally 
to Frau von Stein. What Goethe meant by "KonigKch Gebet" 
and by "ich bin der Herr der Welt" discloses itself if we remember 
how, during the time of the storm and stress period, he becomes 
conscious of the intellectual and moral leadership that had fallen 
to him. He feels himself not only a prophet but also a ruler or 
a prince as, for example, in the original version of "Schwcger 
Chronos. " Likewise in the famous soliloquy "Forest and 
Cavern" Faust-Goethe extols the earth-spirit for having given 
him the "kingdom" of nature for his domain. The "Edlen" who 
serve him and whom he leads and rules are those who follow and 
aid him in the regeneration of the world. Following the example 
of Klopstock who uses the word "Edle" for the first time in this 
sense, he also calls his followers and helpers his congregat(on: 

Meine Freunde 

Sind aus einer Mittelzeit, 

Eine schone Gemeinde; 

Weit und breit, 

Auch entferut, 

Haben sie von mir gelernt. 

That Goethe was considered the leader and "King" by the 
young generation is evident from a passage in a letter of Lavater: 
"He could be a king if he wished. " How he, on the other hand, 
in deep humility tried to become worthy of the responsibility 
of his leadership, may be seen from an entry in his diary of that 
time: "I must become master of myself. Only he who practices 
absolute self-denial is worthy of leadership and able to lead." 
With the confidence of authoritativeness Diintzer interprets 
this poem briefly as follows: "The verses, written in the years 
1774 or 1775, emphasize that only mutual love between a prince 
and his subjects can preserve the state. " 

A more deliciously shallow and ridiculous misunderstanding 
cannot be imagined. Not only does he miss the motive which 
prompted the poet to write these Unes but he also misunderstands 
the personal accent which Goethe lays upon such words as "Herr 
der Welt", "Koniglich", and "Edle". In place of the poet's 
real meaning and intention Diintzer substitutes his own shallow 
notion that "only mutual love between a prince and his subjects can 
preserve the state, " and the result is that he cannot see the personal 
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force in Goethe's language. I need not add that by substituing 
his own abstract notion Diintzter shows a deplorable ignorance of 
the poetical process. 

It is evident from what has been said that we must distinguish 
in the process of hermeneutics between grammatical and psycholog- 
ical interpretation. Schleiermacher has treated these two sides 
of interpretation in two special chapters and his observations 
seem to me fundamental and lasting. I shall confine myself in 
the following to a brief summary of the chief rules of interpretation 
as outlined by him. 

a. Grammatical Interpreta,tion 

Whatever is to be explained in a work of literature must be 
explained from the language which the author and his hearers 
or readers had in common.* The knowledge of this common 
language by which we understand the dialect and the history of 
certain forms of diction at certain periods, must be gained by 
an extensive reading of the literature of such periods, and not 
only from lexicons during the process of interpretation.' Careful 
attention must be given to the new word formations of an author, 
which are not taken from common language.^" It is necessary 
not only to distinguish between the real and the metaphorical 
-meaning of words but also to go back to the original meaning of 
a word and to follow the subsequent history of its meaning. 

'Ibid., p. 41: AUes v/as noch einer naheren Bestimmung bedarf in einer 
gegebenen Rede, darf nur aus dem Verfasser und seinem urspriinglichen Publi- 
kum gemeinsamen Sprachgebiet bestimmt werden. 

° Ibid., p. 33 : Der Sprachschatz und die Gescliiclite des Zeitalters eines 
Verfassers verlialten sicli wie das Ganze aus vvelchem seine Schriften als das 
Einzelne mtissen verstanden werden und jcncs wieder aus ilim. 

Uberall ist das vollkommene Wissen in diesem scheinbaren Kreise, dass 
jedes Besondere nur aus dem Allgemeinen, dessen Teil es ist, verstanden werden 
kann und umgekelirt. Und jedes Wissen ist nur wissenschaftlich, wenn es so 
gebildet ist. 

Wenn die Kenntniss des bestimmten Sprachschatzes erst wahrend des 
Auslegens durch lexikalisclie Hulfe und durch einzelne Bemerkung zusammen- 
geraff t werden soil, kann keine selbstandige Auslegung entstehen. 

'■"Ibid., p. 44:, So lange die Sprache lebt, werden neue Ausdriicke gemacht 
. . . Sobald uns entgeht, dass der Verfasser etwas neues Sprachliches gebildet 
hat, so verstehen wir ihn nicht voUkommen in Beziehung auf die Sprache; es 
kommt etwas nicht in unser Bewusstsein, was in dem Bewusstsein des Verfassers 
war. Dasselbe gilt von ganzen Phrasen. 
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This original unity of the meaning of a word always governs the 
author, whether he is conscious of it or not, and it is impossible to 
arrive at a true interpretation of an author if the interpreter has 
not restored for himself the original unity of meaning." The 
concrete and sensual meaning is always the original meaning of 
words.'^ If we desire to obtain an exact understanding of an 
author it is necessary to know with what degree of vivacity and 
force he produced his expressions and how much of his inner 
life they contain." This is true especially of the newly coined 
expressions of an author which have an accent and tone of color 
quite different from that of words and expressions that have 
been in use for a long time.^^ 

What is true of single words is true also of the connection of 
words in sentences. The knowledge of the syntactical usage of 
an author is as necessary as the knowledge of his vocabulary. 
The meaning of a word frequently depends also upon the connection 
in which it is used, and it is here where the importance of parallel 
passages, not only from the same author but also from others, 
can be seen.'* 

"Ibid., p. 50: Das ganze Verhaltniss der eigentlichen und uneigentlichen 
Bedeutung beruht auf dem der Analogic und der Parallelisirung der Dinge. 
Verkenne ich bei der Auslegung das Bildliche, Emphatische einer Bezeichnuug, 
so entsteht eia quantitatives Missverstandniss. Nun h?>t freilicb die lexi- 
kalische Zusammenstellung der verschiedenen Gebrauchsweisea ihreBequem- 
lichkeit. Aber zum Verstandniss einer Schrift gelangt man nicht, ohne zur 
Einheit gelangt zu sein, denn diese hat immer den Schrifsteller beherrscht, wena 
er sich aucli keine Rechenschaf t davon zu geben vermochte. 

''Ibid., p. 51: Versteht man unter sinnlichem, was durch die aussere 
Wahrnehmung entsteht und imter geistigem, was durch die innere, so ist diess 
einseitig, derm alle urspriingUche Wahrnehmung ist eine innere. Aber wohl 
ist nichts abstraktes ursprijnglich in der Sprache, sondern das concrsts. 

'^ Ibid., p. 52; WoUen wir nun genati verstehen, so mussen wir wissen mit 
welchem Grade von Lebendigkeit der Redende seine Ausdriicke hervorge- 
bracht und was sie, in dieser Innerlichkeit betrachtet, fur ihn besclilossen halten. 
Denn nur auf diese Weisefinden wir den Process des Denkens. 

" Ibid., p. 52: Denn ein Ausdruck dessen ich mich als eines neuen bewusst 
bin, der hat einen Accent, eine Emphasis, einen Farbenton ganz anderer Art, 
als dessen ich mich als eines abgegriffenen Zeichens bediene. Dazu gehort die 
Kenntniss der ganzen Sprache und ihrer Geschichte und das Verhaltniss des 
Schrifstellers zu derselben. 

'^ Ibid., p. 70: Die Erweiterung des Kanons, welche im zu Hiilfe nehmea 
der Parallelstellen liegt, ist nur scheinbar, und der Gebrauch der Parallelea 
wird durch den Kanon begrenzt. Denn nur das ist eine parallele S telle, welche 
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While the grammatical interpretation thus proceeds to under- 
stand the language of an. author from single words to the most 
complicated syntactic constructions, the psychological inter- 
pretation aims at an understanding of the productive process 
in the mind of the author. 

b. Psychological Interpretation 

The first aim of the psychological interpretation is to com- 
prehend the unity of a work and the principal features of its com- 
position. By the unity of the work we understand the final 
motive or impulse which actuated the author; by the principal 
features of the composition we understand the individuality of the 
author as it reveals itself in the impulse.^' 

The final aim of the psychological interpretation is to under- 
stand the totality of the work in all its parts.'' It may also be 
defined as a perfect understanding of style. By style we do not 
mean only the exterior literary forpi of a work as it is expressed 
in language, but also the inner form which shows itself in the 
peculiar conception and arrangement of the subject matter.^' 
This distinction between the inner and exterior form of a work 
of Uterature is one of the greatest importance in Schleiermacher's 
hermeneutics. 

Before the psychological interpretation can begin, however, 
we must know how the author came to choose his subject matter 
and in what state he found the language and literature of his nation 

in Beziehung auf die vorgefundene Schwierigkeit als identisch mit dem Satze 
selbst, also in der Einheit des Zusammenhanges kann gedacht werden. 

" Ibid., p. 143 : Der gemeinsame Anfang fiir diese Seite der Auslegung und die 
granunatische ist die allgemeine tjbersicht, welche die Einheit des Werkes und 
die HauptzUge der Composition aufiasst. Aber die Einheit des Werkes, das 
Thema, wird hier angesehen als das den Schreibenden beivegende Princip, und 
die Grundziige der Composition als seine in jener Bewegung sich ofenbarende 
eigerUhUmliche Nalur. 

" Ibid., p. 144: Das letzte Ziel der psychologischen (technischen) Ausle- 
gung ist auch nichts anderes, als der entwickelte Anfang, namlich das Ganze 
der Tat in seinen Teilen und in jedem Telle wieder den Stoff als das Bewegende 
und die Form als die durch den StofE bewegte Natur anzuschauen. 

"Ibid., p. 145: Das ganze Ziel ist zu bezeichnen als voUkommenes Ver- 
stehen des Styls. Gewohnt sind wir unter Styl nur die Behandlung der Sprache 
zu verstehen. AUein Gedanke und Sprache gehen iiberall ineinander tiber, 
und die eigentUmliche Art den Gegenstand aufzufassen geht in die Anordnung 
und somit auch in die Sprachbehandlung iiber. 
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at his time. It is necessary, furthermore, to inform ourselves as 
much as possible about everything that may throw light on the 
character and individuality of the writer. 

The methods which are employed by the psychological inter- 
pretation are the divinitory and the comparative methods which, 
however, must not be separated from each other. '^ What means do 
we have for the understanding of a work of literature as a product 
of the inner life of the author? The answer to this question may 
be found by going back to the relation of speaker and hearer in 
conversation. If the manner of thinking of both is the same and 
both speak the same language, they will understand each other at 
once. The understanding will, however, not result spontaneously 
if both differ essentially in their mode of thought. Here the 
difficult problem arises of entering into the understanding of the 
nature of and the reasons for the differences between speaker and 
hearer. Although in conversation, with its free production and 
loose connection of thought, the individuality of the speaker can 
be understood with comparative ease, it is far more difficult 
to understand the individuaHty of the author from his written 
work. In the latter the connection of the thoughts is determined 
by a certain aim or purpose and the result of the whole production 
is the result of premeditation, of method and technique. Psy- 
chological interpretation must therefore be divided into psy- 
chological interpretation proper and technical interpretation. 

It is the business of the former to understand the original 
impulse of the writer from his individuaUty, the origin of his 

'* Ibid , 146 : Fur das ganze Geschaf t giebt es vom ersten Anfang an zwei 
Methoden, die divinatorische und die comparative, welche aber, wie sie auf 
einander zuriickweisen, auch nicht diirfen von einander getrennt werden. 

Die divinatorische ist die, welche indem man sich selbst gleichsam in den 
andem verwandelt, das individuelle unmittelbar aufzufassen sucht. Die com- 
parative setzt erst den zu verstehenden als ein allgemeines, und findet dann das 
Eigentiimliche, indem mit andem unter demselben allgemeinen befassten ver- 
glichen wird. Jenes ist die weibliche Starke in der Menschenkenntniss, dieses 
die mannliche. 

Beide weisen auf einander zuriick, denn die erste beruht zunachst darauf, 
dass jeder Mensch ausser dem dass er selbst ein eigeatiimlicher ist eine Em- 
pfanglichkeit fiir alle andere hat. AUeiu dieses selbst scheint nur darauf zn 
beruhen, dass jeder von jedem ein Minimum in sich triigt, und die Divinatiou 
wird sonach aufgeregt durch Vergleichung mit sich selbst. 
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thoughts from the totahty of his hfe.^" For this purpose the 
study of the letters, diaries and memoirs of the writer are invalua- 
ble owing to their directness and to their lack of premeditated art. 
The less artistic form they show the more they reflect the author 's 
individuahty. Moreover, the more minutely I know the writer's 
mode of thinking and his entire store of thoughts and feehngs, 
the more easy it will be for me to overcome the difference between 
his ways of thinking and my own.^^ 

The aim of technical interpretation, on the other hand, is to trace 
back the author's work to the point where he began to meditate 
on the original impulse and to choose the method of representation. 
While the meditation of the author refers to the conscious develop- 
ment of all the elements contained in the original unconscious 
impulse or conception of a work, the composition refers to the 
method of arranging the single parts of a work, or the expression 
in literary form of the contents developed by meditation. Again 
the individuahty of an author will reveal itself in both processes. 
It is by the reconstruction of the form of the meditation of an 
author that I can decide whether certain writings which have 
been handed down under his name are genuine or not. On the 
other hand, it is of the utmost importance to understand the 
principle which guided the author in the process of composition, 
his method and aim of representing to his readers or hearers the 
contents of his work. This does not exclude the free play of the 
imagination which Schleiermacher, hke Schiller, ascribes to the 
creative act. "Everywhere," he says, "even in the realm of 
philosophy there is a free play of thoughts, preparatory to and 

^° Ibid., p. 152 : Der relative Gegensatz des rein Psychologischen vnd Tech- 
nischen ist bestimmter so zu fassen, dass der erste sich mehr auf das Entstehen 
der Gedanken aus der Gesammtheit der Lebensmomente des Individuums 
bezieht, das zweite mehr ein Zuriickfiihren ist auf ein bestimmtes Denken 
und Darstellenwollen, woraus sich Reihen entwickeln. Am nachsten kom- 
men sich beide Seiten, wenn ein Darstellenwollen, ein Entschluss nur fest- 
gehalten und die gelegentUche Wirksamkeit abgewartet wird. Aber in ihrem 
Unterschiedeist dastechnischedasVerstehen der Meditation und das der Com- 
position, das psychologische das Verstehen der Einfalle, unter welchen auch 
die Grundgedanken mit zu begreifen sind, aus welchen sich ganze Reihen ent- 
wickeln, und das Verstehen der Nebengedanken. 

''■ Ibid., p. 152 : Je genauer ich das Vorstellimgsmaterial des Andern kenne, 
desto leichter werde ich die Differenz zwischen seiner und meiner Denkweise 
iiberwinden und umgekehrt. Wenn ich mir die eine Beduigung vollkommen 
erfuUt denke, muss die andere dadurch zugleich erf iillt werden. 
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preceding artistic production." And again, "poetry is thinking 
with the freedom of play:" DiePoesieistdasDenkeninseinemfreien 
Spiel. 

Since it is the aim of the psychological and technical inter- 
pretation to understand the thoughts of an author, not in relation 
to our own thoughts but as his own productions, it is necessary 
to know the relation between the act of meditation and composition 
in the mind of the writer. A full understanding of these hidden 
processes, the very secret of the productive activity, can only be 
gained if we ourselves have tried our hand at the higher form 
of literary composition.^^ I shall attempt to explain it by one 
of Goethe's lyric poems, "Schafers Klagelied. " 

Da droben auf jenem Berge, 
Da steh' ich tausendmal, 
An meinem Stabe gebogen 
Und scbaue hinab in das Thai. 

Dann folg' ich der weidenden Herde, 
Mein Hiindchen bewahret mir sie; 
Ich bin herunter gekommen 
Und weiss doch selber nicht wie. 

Da stehet von schonen Blumen 
Die ganze Wiese so voll; 
Ich breche sie, ohne zu wissen, 
Wem ich sie geben soil. 

Und Regen, Sturm und Gewitter 
Verpass' ich unter dem Baum. 
Die Thiire dort bleibet verschlossen; 
Doch alias ist leider ein Traum. 

Es stehet ein Regenbogen 
Wohl tiber jenem Haus! 
Sie ist aber weggezogen 
Und weit in das Land hinaus. 

^ Ibid., p. 205: Um aber in diesem Sinne die hermeneutische Aufgabe zu 
losen, muss man vor AUem das Verhaltniss zwischen der Meditation und Com- 
position des Schrifstellers zu erkennen suchen. Wir fangen an mit der allge- 
meinen Ubersicht. Aber wie konnen wir daraus den inneren Prdcess des 
Schrifstellers verstehen? Durch Beobachtung. Diese aber hat ihren Halt 
in der Selbstbeobachtimg. Man muss selbst in der Meditation und Composi- 
tion versirt sein, um die eines Andem verstehen zu konnen. 
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Hinaiis in das Land und weiter, 
Vielleicht gar iiber die See. — 
Voruber, ihr Schafe, voriiber! 
Dem Schafer ist gar so weh. 

The poet's original impulse is to be found in the mood result- 
ing from the experience of the woes of disappointed love. This, 
however, is not expressed directly in the poem. A special 
investigation would have to show whether the shepherd was 
suggested to Goethe by the folk song or by other sources, or whether 
this figure arose before the poet's vision simultaneously with the 
first impulse. If the latter was the case it does not follow that 
the whole series of pictures in which we see the shepherd was the 
product of the same instant. To be sure, the feeling knows of 
no other expression than that of the image, the picture, yet the 
shepherd's descent from the hill, the picking of flowers, the 
stopping under the tree, all of which is an unconscious repeti- 
tion of what he did so often, and, finally, the rainbow over 
the house of his love give evidence of the process of medi- 
tation by which Goethe, allowing the imagination seemingly 
free play, evolved the various scenes from the original vision 
of the unfortunate shepherd. The arranging of the various 
scenes for the purpose of representation, their expression in rhythm 
and verse is the second act, the act of composition. The process 
of composition in this case is determined by the form of lyric poetry, 
and the questions arise to what extent did the composition in- 
fluence the meditation and how much was there in the poet's 
thoughts which is not contained in the final form of the poem. 
There are cases in which the second version of a poem differs 
essentially from the original draft, and it is possible to gain an 
insight into the poet 's workshop by a comparison of both versions. 
In the case of the poem before us there is no such second version. 
We can, however, still see how the unlimited play of the poet's 
imagination was guided by the secret purpose of showing us how 
the shepherd, lost in his woeful thoughts, unconsciously takes 
his way in the direction of the former abode of his lost love. While 
we are thus able to reconstruct for ourselves the two processes 
of meditation and composition, the poem as such shows no 
trace whatsoever of the two processes. Content and form are 
in absolute harmony, and wherever we find this harmony the great- 
est perfection of art, the classical, is realized. 
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In closing this short summary of the history and principles 
of hermeneuiics I hope to have succeeded in showing the possibility 
of attaining exact knowledge in the mental sciences without the 
aid of the scientific or laboratory methods. Such knowledge is 
possible of attainment chiefly because we are able to reproduce 
in our own inner experience, which constitutes the only reality 
immediately perceptible to us, the phenomena we study. This 
cannot be said of the mental process involved in the scientific 
experiment as the phenomena of nature are, after all, only the 
pictures of reality reflected in our consciousness. 

I hope to have succeeded also in demonstrating that the study 
and interpretation of literature without the basis of philological 
training is as ineffective and futile as is, on the other hand, the 
study of philology without the aid of the psychology of poetry. 

Whenever in history we notice a revival of the mental and 
historical sciences we also observe a renewed interest in the study 
of hermeneutics, the key to the fairyland where the eternal 
values of life have their abode. Here, oblivious to the limitations 
with which time — our present time — has encompassed us, we 
behold, as Herder pointed out, the pulsating heart of distant 
and present civilizations, and are enabled to assimilate their 
strength and greatness and to enjoy their charm and beauty. 

Julius Goebel. 



